This article explores the global implications of the statement from African theologians that the body of Christ has AIDS. It will outline how these theologians employ the metaphor of the body of Christ to challenge the western world to enter into solidarity with Africa struck by HIV and AIDS. From the realization that the HIV epidemic is embedded in globalization processes, and from the understanding of contextual theologies as significant to western theology, it is argued that western theologians have to take seriously the critical African questions. Hence the article investigates what it means for the western world to say that the body of Christ has AIDS, and how this metaphor helps to envision global solidarity in light of the HIV epidemic.
Introduction
In present-day sub-Saharan Africa, the HIV epidemic is one of the most disruptive social experiences on the continent. It causes bodily, social and spiritual suffering of millions of people and it brings sickness and death. In this context, some African theologians state that the body of Christ has AIDS. With this they creatively recapture the classic theological symbol of the body of Christ. This symbol not just refers to the human body of Jesus Christ. According to the Pauline writings in the New Testament and central Christian doctrines it refers to the symbolic body of Christ in the holy Communion, the metaphorical body of Christ being the church and the eschatological and Trinitarian body of Christ being all humanity and the whole of creation. African theologians employ all these dimensions of the body of Christ in order to call for solidarity in the context of the HIV epidemic. This call is phrased powerfully in the statement that the body of Christ has AIDS. Though this is a very contextual theological statement, its theological meaning transcends the African context and has global implications. As a metaphor for the church, the concept of the body of Christ suggests an interconnectedness of churches and Christians globally. Even further, in its Trinitarian dimension the body of Christ counts for an interrelatedness of humanity and creation. African theologians are aware of the global reach of the metaphor, and hence they call for global solidarity in the body of Christ in the context of HIV and AIDS. In this article I investigate the global implications of the statement that the body of Christ has AIDS. It seeks to explore how the body of Christ indeed is a powerful resource to develop a theology of global solidarity in light of the HIV crisis in Africa. In so doing, the focus is on the western world, of which I am a part. I am concerned with what it means theologically for people in the western world to say that the body of Christ has AIDS. I deal with this issue from the discipline of intercultural theology. From a western perspective, this discipline seeks to study theological articulations from all over the world, and reflects upon their significance for theology in the western world. The idea of the body of Christ with AIDS, which is explored by African theologians, is such an articulation with a rich potential meaning for western theology.
In order to investigate this meaning, first, I outline briefly how the metaphor of the body of Christ is used in African theological responses to HIV and AIDS. Then, I pay particular attention to how African theologians from this metaphor raise critical questions to the western world and call for global solidarity. The third section of the article is a kind of intermezzo, where I consider why the questions raised by African theologians are to be taken seriously by western theologians. After that, in the fourth section I explore how the metaphor of the body of Christ may help the western world to envision solidarity in light of the HIV crisis in Africa. 
The Body of Christ in African Theological Reflections on HIV and AIDS
In sub-Saharan Africa, from the 1980s HIV has developed into an epidemic with huge proportions. Not only has it taken millions of lives and left numerous children orphaned, but it has contributed also to people's suffering through stigma and discrimination. From the late 1990s, but especially after the turn into the new millennium, the social and spiritual crisis caused by HIV and AIDS becomes a central theme in African theology. 2 Phrasing the urgency to reflect theologically on the HIV epidemic, South African theologian Tinyiko Maluleke calls the epidemic a new kairos. With this he makes a parallel to the apartheid in South Africa. Citing the opening sentences of the Kairos Document that addresses apartheid, Maluleke comments:
The writers of the Kairos Document explained kairos in terms of 'crisis', 'moment of truth', 'moment of grace and opportunity', and a 'dangerous time'. All these 'definitions' of kairos fit the challenge posed by the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The HIV/AIDS pandemic does seriously present us with a critical and dangerous time, a moment of truth as well as a moment of grace and opportunity. The AIDS crisis catapults us into a 'moment of truth' because it brings us face to face with the failure, sinfulness, frailty and interdependence of human beings. 3 From the realization that HIV is an urgent theological issue, African theologians have started to address social, cultural, religious and pastoral issues raised by the epidemic. These theologians are especially of a younger generation, with a significant number of women theologians. 4 When reading their publications, it is striking how often there is reference to the metaphor of the body of Christ. It appears that this concept is used especially to argue for solidarity in the context of the HIV crisis. To understand the references to the body of Christ, one has to realize the way churches initially dealt with the epidemic. The stigma and discrimination towards people living with HIV in the society was found often in churches as well. From the beginning, in Africa like elsewhere in the world, HIV and AIDS was associated with homosexuality and other forms of 'promiscuous' sexual behaviour. It was considered often to be the result of sexual immorality, or even a curse from God. In churches HIV and AIDS was hardly mentioned if not in a stigmatizing and moralizing discourse. This contributed heavily to the suffering of people living with HIV. Numerous African theologians started to challenge this situation, and therefore they employ, among others, the metaphor of the body of Christ. For example, in a 1998 publication by theologian Fulata Moyo, she calls upon churches to engage in the response to the HIV epidemic by stating: 'If the Church is not just a structure with the symbol of the Cross but the body of the compassionate and holy Christ, then it should take up the AIDS/HIV challenge and make the difference as it brings hope where hope has gone'. 6 This citation points to the Pauline reference to the church as the body of Christ, which is applied here as a missiological motive; that is, being the body of Christ, the church has to show people living with HIV the compassion, love and healing brought by Jesus Christ. Several other theologians employ the metaphor in a similar way, calling on the church as body of Christ to follow the example of Jesus' mission towards those who were suffering, sick and marginalized.
The application of the metaphor of the body of Christ as a missiological motive is a powerful tool from which to call upon churches to engage in a Christian response to people whose lives are infected and affected by HIV. However, it may suggest that HIV is a reality outside the church, to which churches have to respond through mission. Over the years, though, it has become clear that the epidemic also affects and infects people inside the church. Realizing this, the silence of churches becomes even more poignant. Hence theologians have started to break this silence by stating that the church itself has AIDS. In such statements theologians often refer to the metaphor of the body of Christ. For example, Banda and Moyo state: 'The Church's experience in Malawi has reached a point where it would not be blasphemous to say that the body of Christ has AIDS'; 7 Dube asserts that 'the church, as the body We might wonder, therefore, why these theologians do not just state that the church has AIDS rather than that the body of Christ has AIDS. In my understanding, the metaphor of the body of Christ is used because of its inherent notions of compassion and solidarity. Time and again there is reference to the Pauline comment that if one member of the body of Christ suffers, all members suffer together (1 Cor. 12:26). Paraphrasing Paul, several theologians state that when one member of the body of Christ has AIDS, the whole body of Christ is suffering because of AIDS. In particular, biblical scholar Musa Dube makes this a central notion in her theology of compassion and it is at the heart of South African theologian Denise Ackermann's feminist theology of praxis. Exploring the biblical-theological foundations of compassion, according to Dube: 10 Dube's key point is, that people living with HIV cannot be abandoned to their fate, as this would be an affront to the body of Christ. Rather, because in this body all members suffer together, for Dube compassion and solidarity are central to the identity of the Christian church. Hence she calls upon churches to break the silence and to declare compassion by identifying as a church living with HIV and AIDS. Just like Dube, Ackermann denounces the silence of churches on the epidemic and their stigmatizing and discriminating attitudes towards people living with HIV. Against this background Ackermann calls churches to engage in a body-of-Christ praxis, in which stigma and discrimination are substituted with mutual care and compassion.
11 She clearly states that when churches continue to be reticent in this area, the essence of the church as body of Christ is seriously threatened:
We diminish the true nature of the church as the Body of Christ when stigma, shame, and judgement characterize our reactions and our relationships with one another . . . When mutual care and trust among members of the Body of Christ are destroyed by the desire to judge and shame, the functioning of the Body is undermined . . . The Body of Christ is in grave danger when it does not affirm the value and the role of every single one of its limbs, no matter their HIV status or any other affliction. 12 This citation indicates that the church is not self-evidently or automatically the body of Christ. While being part of the body of Christ is the essence of the church, this is threatened when the church does not live up to its nature. Ackermann's concern is that this may be happening with African churches in the HIV crisis. A similar concern is expressed by theologian Emmanuel Katongole, who states that the church time and again is to be reconstituted as the body of Christ.
13 In Ackermann's account, the Eucharist is mentioned as a place where this reconstitution may occur. She presents the Eucharistic body of Christ as the embodiment of Christ's solidarity with people living with HIV. She continues by outlining that this Eucharistic solidarity is fundamental to the Eucharistic community and is constitutive to the church as the body of Christ:
At the communion table we are offered the consummate step in forging an ethic of right relationships, across all our differences. 'We who are many are one body for we all partake of the one bread'. This visible, unifying, bodily practice of relationships with all its potential for healing is ours. For the Eucharist to have meaning in our lives, we need to feel its powerful pull to the radical activity of loving relationships with those who are different . . . A covenanted Eucharistic community is a community in relationship with one another and with God. Paul describes us as the Body of Christ, a body that though it has many members, is one body . . . The picture here is one of solidarity in suffering, of mutual support and of a moral community in relation with one another and with God, practicing an embodied ethic of resistance and affirmation. Just imagine what that could mean in the midst of an HIV/AIDS pandemic! 14 From Ackermann's account it appears that the ecclesial and Eucharistic dimensions of the metaphor of the body of Christ are closely related to each other; both operate to challenge churches to be in solidarity with those living with HIV.
To conclude this section, in African theological responses to the kairos of the HIV epidemic, the metaphor of the body of Christ has become central because it is a powerful theological resource to denounce the silence and the stigma surrounding HIV and AIDS in churches. By stating that the body of Christ has AIDS, churches are compelled to realize that HIV is in their midst and that indeed they are infected and affected themselves. Although African theologians are not the first in stating that the body of Christ has AIDS-this statement appeared in the United States in the late 1980s 15 -they have explored this metaphor theologically in a creative and powerful way.
Critical African Questions for the Western World
When employing the metaphor of the body of Christ, some African theologians do not limit their reflections to churches in Africa. From the statement that the body of Christ has AIDS, they raise critical questions for churches and Christians worldwide. This is informed by their understanding of the body of Christ as not just referring to local churches and faith communities, but also to the world church. Tinyiko Maluleke maintains that the HIV epi- demic is 'a kairos for and of the church-the local church as well as the worldwide church. While we in the church may not all be infected, we all can be infected and once one member of the body is infected we are certainly all affected !' 16 In a similar way Dube, referring to the compassion in the body of Christ, points out that HIV and AIDS 'is not only the pain of the African church, but the pain of the worldwide church ' . 17 It appears that African theologians, drawing from the metaphor of the body of Christ, declare the church globally to be HIV positive and to experience the pain caused by AIDS. We have to consider, therefore, what it means for churches globally, and especially in the western world, to be challenged and questioned from this metaphor.
Again, it is solidarity that is mentioned as crucial within the global body of Christ with AIDS. In the citations above, Maluleke argues that when one part of the body of Christ is infected-the African part-then all other parts are infected or at least are affected by HIV. HIV is a kairos; a moment of truth for the body as a whole. Likewise Dube points to a pain that is shared within the entire body of Christ. Both scholars indicate a solidarity in which other churches share the devastating experience of African churches confronted with the crisis caused by HIV and AIDS. In addition, Ackermann explores this by employing the classical markers of the church according to the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed. Here, the church is confessed to be one, holy, catholic and apostolic. Wondering what this confession means in the midst of the HIV crisis, Ackermann states:
If we are truly one, we are the church with HIV and AIDS. People living with HIV and AIDS are found in every sector of society and every church denomination. We are all related; what affects one member of the Body of Christ affects us all (1 Cor. 12:26). We are all living with HIV and AIDS. There is no 'us' and 'them'. We dare not forget that inclusion, not exclusion is the way of grace. If we are holy, we are not living some superhuman mode of existence . . . Holiness is not withdrawal from the smell of crisis, but engagement, often risky, in situations where God is present. If we are catholic, we are in solidarity because we are connected, in communion, with those who are suffering and who experience fear of rejection, poverty and death. If we are apostolic, we stand in continuity with the church in its infancy . . . and we continuously examine the ideals of the early church and measure ourselves against them . . . Clearly we all fall short in this regard. The marks of the church do, however, offer solid, practical guidelines for measuring our actions as members of this one universal Body, a Body infected with viruses struggling to live faithfully. 18 From the last sentence it appears clearly that Ackermann considers the body of Christ with AIDS to be the universal church. In her account, the classical markers of the church are a reminder for the several parts of the body of Christ to be related to each other, to be in solidarity in suffering, to engage in a joint response towards situations of crisis such as HIV and to live in the spirit of the early Christian community, where 'all who believed were together and had all things in common' (RSV, Acts 2:44). A strong appeal is made here to churches in the west, which are not disrupted by HIV to the same extent as African churches are disrupted, but yet are imagined to be affected and even infected by the virus.
We might wonder, then, what it means for western churches to be affected and infected by HIV. Here, a publication of Emmanuel Katongole is significant. Referring to the statement that the body of Christ has AIDS, Katongole critically raises the question of how western churches relate to it. He mentions that churches in the west tend to view the HIV epidemic as an African problem, and therefore remain silent about it. When they respond to the epidemic at all, they behave like an NGO (non-governmental organization) and come with programmes, recommendations and strategies to fight HIV together with partner organizations and churches in Africa. Hence Katongole contends: 'Metaphorically, one can say that Western churches are yet to be infected by HIV/AIDS'. 19 This comment indicates that in his view churches in the west are not yet, but should be infected by HIV. He employs 'interruption' as a central concept to capture the theological impact of the HIV crisis. In his view this crisis is to interrupt the church, because it raises so many unanswered questions about sex and community, life and healing, and God. Finally, the HIV epidemic calls the church itself into question, because it challenges the essence of the church as a sign of God's salvation. According to Katongole, it is not only African churches that are to be interrupted by the epidemic in this way, but also western churches that are part of the same body of Christ. In his view the HIV crisis should lead western Christians, first, to the realization that they have grown accustomed to the diseased social reality most Africans live in, and second, to the recognition they are powerless to change the diseased history of the continent. It is only through the interruption of this realization, he insists, that: the church becomes de-centred and dis-empowered in order to be reconstituted as the Body of Christ in the world . . . The claim that I am making is not simply that HIV/AIDS is a radical interruption for the church. I want to make the stronger claim that it is only by being so radically interrupted that the church can offer any hope of healing-which is to say, interruption-to the social history of Africa. 20 Thus, from Katongole's critical account it becomes clear that solidarity in the global body of Christ with AIDS cannot be expressed just by giving financial support and material aid from the west to churches in Africa. Then, the church just behaves like an NGO, which is far too limited from the standpoint of an ecclesiological understanding of the universal church as the body of Christ. It appears that, for Katongole, western churches have to face the harsh reality of HIV and AIDS in Africa and the challenging theological questions it raises, they have to admit to their powerlessness to change the situation and their inability to provide answers; exactly through this process of interruption they are in solidarity with African churches and shown to be part of the body of Christ with AIDS. This may be seen to be a minimalist option, but in his opinion it is the only way that the church can become a sign of God's salvation in the world.
Where Katongole explores the theological challenge of HIV to western churches, Dube raises critical questions to the west concerning the global economic and political structures that enabled HIV to become such a huge pandemic in the poorest continent of the world. These questions arise from Dube's understanding of the epidemic as a social justice issue, which means that HIV is not primarily about individual sexual morality, but about the morality of the social institutions and structures in the world. 21 From this understanding Dube denounces all kind of power relations that cause, for example, women to be more prone to HIV infection than men and Africans to be far more likely to die young as a result of being HIV positive than people living with the virus in Europe or North America. Hence, Dube employs gender critical and postcolonial hermeneutics to read the Bible for justice and healing in the While international exploitation has brought people to live too close to death, to live in sickness and stigmatization, Jesus brings them into a new family, where the exploited and oppressed are welcomed as daughters, rather than being stigmatized and excluded for their bleeding/colonized condition . . . Jesus, therefore, makes a big difference by defying the death-dealing forces of both colonial and patriarchal oppression that attack the physical, spiritual and social body. He calls a dead little girl to life and she rises and starts walking about! This is liberation-liberation that breaks the bonds of patriarchal and colonizing international relations.
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In this quotation and in numerous other places, Dube mentions critically international relations as colonizing Africa and fostering and prolonging the HIV epidemic. Although she does not link this with the metaphor of the body of Christ directly, we noted above that she considers HIV to be a source of pain for all churches in the global body of Christ, and hence the question of power relationships within the body of Christ arises. The suggestion that the western world maintains a structure of unequal economic and political international relationships that facilitate the easy spread of HIV in Africa, cannot be ignored by western churches when they realize they are part of the universal body of Christ with AIDS. Thus, next to the theological questions mentioned by Katongole, the metaphor of the body of Christ imposes questions about international relations to churches in the western part of the world. When exploring the global implications of the statement that the body of Christ has AIDS, African theologians point to different dimensions and issues, but essentially they raise only one question: the question for global solidarity within the body of Christ with AIDS.
Why Take Seriously the African Question for Solidarity in the Body of Christ?
Clearly, it is somewhat difficult to expect western churches to identify as the body of Christ with AIDS. In sub-Saharan Africa HIV is a crisis which evidently is a kairos for churches and theology. In the western world the situation is very different. Indeed, HIV occurs there as well, but only on a small scale and it is relatively under control. This explains why the epidemic has not been an urgent issue for western theology up to now. Yet, in my opinion the challenges raised by African theologians cannot be ignored but demand further theological reflection. There are two major reasons for this. The first reason concerns the process of globalization, in which the HIV epidemic is embedded, and which calls for a recognition of the value of solidarity. The second reason points to the insight of intercultural theology that contextual theologies, such as African theology responding to HIV, are to be taken seriously in the theological debates in our globalizing world.
The process of globalization leads to an increasing interconnectedness of the economic, political, social and cultural life of people living in the world. There is a growing awareness of the ambiguous results of this process. Globalization brings progress and opportunities for societies and people all over the world, but also challenges, difficulties and all kind of problems. The main concern is that globalization contributes to the inequalities of the world. As Gustavo Gutierrez phrases it:
To be against globalization as such is like being against electricity. However, this cannot lead us to resign ourselves to the present order of things because globalization as it is now being carried out exacerbates the unjust inequalities among different sectors of humanity and the social, economic, political, and cultural exclusion of a good portion of the world's population. 23 Sharing this concern, Daniel Groody points out that globalization has given us new technology such as global positioning navigation systems (GPS), but 'has made us less able to find the ethical coordinates and the spiritual vision that would help us find a place of human solidarity'. 24 From this observation Groody emphasizes the importance of solidarity as a fundamental value in the process of globalization. Following John Paul II he calls for a 'globalization of solidarity '; 25 that is, a kind of globalization that is aware of the interconnectedness of all human beings and seeks to foster the life of all. The need for this is underlined by the HIV epidemic, which cannot be understood but from the process of globalization and its resulting inequalities. As Tony Barnett and Alan Whiteside point out, 'this disease is linked to poverty and inequality and the ways that globalization exacerbates these. Its consequence will be felt for decades to come, and its origins lie far back in time and deep within the structures of social, economic and cultural life'. 26 This understanding is critical to prevailing public opinions in the western world, which often suggest that the African HIV epidemic is a result of a socially and culturally accepted sexual promiscuity. Yet sexual relations are embedded in socio-economic structures.
They cannot be understood except in relation to poverty and gender inequality, which in turn are related to globalization. Therefore, realizing that HIV in sub-Saharan Africa is part of the 'shady-side' of globalization, the western world is to take seriously the quest for solidarity in the body of Christ with AIDS.
As outlined above, the call for solidarity comes from African theologians. For a long time, in western theology voices like these have been ignored. They used to be labelled 'Third World theologies' or 'non-western theologies', and what they might contribute to western theological reflection was scarcely considered. Only recently this attitude has begun to change, at least in the emerging discipline of intercultural theology. Here, theological articulations from all over the world are studied, and the question is raised how these contextual theologies question, challenge and enrich Atlantic theological debates, which are contextual as well. 27 This change is informed by processes like globalization and migration, and by the move of the centre of Christianity to the global south. In the words of missiologist Robert Schreiter, these developments lead theology away from its traditional universalizing tendency and bring it to stand 'between the global and the local'. 28 Issues that are raised by contextual theologies are brought into the global theological discourse, Schreiter explains, in order to come to a new catholicity that provides a theological vision of humanity and society in a global world. 29 Schreiter's concern is that western theology will not be able to provide a vision of humanity in a globalizing world, if it does not take into account the voices of contextual theologies from all over the world. margins of the postmodern world. 30 Rieger's critique on postmodern theology is that it respects the value of difference, but does not have a special concern for those who are marginalized and oppressed; this is left to liberation theology with its preferential option for the poor. However, he objects, '[l]iberation theologies are not the special interest theologies of people on the margins'. 31 Rather, they are common interest theologies, because the perspective of people on the margins holds an important key to understanding the truth about God and humanity. Therefore, Rieger argues, if postmodern theology is to take seriously its turn toward the other, it should also pay attention to those pushed to the margins of this world. Thus, both Rieger and Schreiter emphasize that doing theology in a globalizing world requires a broadening of the horizon of western theology. Contextual and liberation theologies have the task of challenging the global theological discourse, which is still dominated by western theology, from their local and often marginal position. They remind western theology of people living at the edges of our globalizing world. In this way, also the African theologians discussed above do critically challenge western theology. We have to ask, then, what it would mean for their voices to be heard, and thus for the horizon of theology in the western world to be broadened. In other words, we need to consider what a new catholicity in light of HIV would look like.
Towards a Theology of Global Solidarity in Light of HIV and AIDS
A few western scholars have already started to reflect upon the HIV epidemic and to emphasize the need for solidarity. Their arguments are informed by several theological notions. Lisa Sowle Cahill, for example, employs the tradition of Catholic social teaching, especially its notions of justice and the common good. 32 These notions also are central in a joint publication from an international group of theologians and practitioners, edited by Gillian Paterson. 33 Elias Bongmba presents the theological concept of the imago Dei of humanity as fundamental to the response to the AIDS crisis. 34 In some publications, the notion of the body of Christ is mentioned briefly. For example, the aforementioned book, edited by Paterson, argues that in a globalizing world and in view of the global HIV epidemic, churches are called to pursue the ideal of the common good in order to 'bring into being the Body of Christ we are constantly in the process of becoming'. 35 Similarly, Margaret Farley refers to the metaphor of the church as the body of Christ in order to argue that HIV is a shared problem in world Christianity. She states:
If the church has AIDS, if the Body of Christ has AIDS, then no Christian is spared this devastation. Insofar as AIDS is a problem for the churches of Africa (or of Australia, East Asia, Europe, or the USA), it is a problem for us all. The gospel comes to us and is received by us-all together across this world; and it calls us not just to assist one another but to stand in solidarity with all, especially with those who are most vulnerable or who suffer the most.
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I wholeheartedly agree with these references to the body of Christ. However, I think they are to be explored further, as there is much potential in this metaphor. In my opinion, the body of Christ is the most meaningful and powerful Christian concept to reflect theologically upon solidarity in the context of the global HIV epidemic.
Traditionally, the body of Christ is the classic ecclesiological metaphor for the church, both at the level of the local Christian community and the level of the (inter)national church. As such the metaphor emphasizes the unity of the church; in ecumenical circles it counts for the unity of the diverse Christian churches, and finally for the unity of world Christianity. The metaphor of the body of Christ is employed to transcend the numerous differences between churches and to point to their unity in Christ. Liberation theology challenges the concern with ecclesial unity by calling for solidarity across churches. Jon Sobrino, for example, clearly states: 'Interconfessional solidarity without a preliminary solidarity with the poor of this world is out of touch with reality, anti-Christian and difficult to achieve in real history'. 37 In the 1980s Sobrino was arguing for western churches to share responsibility with the Latin American churches in their option for the poor. Likewise, today's African theologians are challenging western churches to be in solidarity with churches in Africa who live with HIV. They remind us that the body of Christ with AIDS is a global body. In the words of Ackermann, it is the one, holy, apostolic and catholic church. Thus, the call upon western churches for global solidarity is related, by African scholars, to the deep ecclesiological and Christological essence of these churches as part of the body of Christ. Additionally, the idea of solidarity in the body of Christ is a biblical notion. It finds its origins in the Pauline text that is foundational to the ecclesial image of the church as the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12). In his argument, Paul mentions that equal concern for each other, and sharing each other's suffering and joy, is a characteristic for the life in the body of Christ. It is exactly this rootedness in both the biblical tradition and classic ecclesiology, which makes the call for solidarity in the body of Christ in the context of the global HIV epidemic theologically imperative and urgent. In Latin American liberation theology, the notion of solidarity is prominent, but it is scarcely related to the concept of the body of Christ. African theologians, in their quest for solidarity in the face of the HIV epidemic, have rediscovered and creatively employed this classical metaphor. They found the very bodily dimension of the metaphor particularly meaningful in relation to the very bodily impact of HIV and AIDS. The HIV virus has infected millions of bodies, and numerous foetuses are infected before they are born. Once infected with HIV, the body is weakened slowly but surely, finally resulting in a total collapse. No vaccine yet has been found to prevent this. Although antiretroviral drugs are becoming available throughout Africa, they are not accessible everywhere and for everyone. AIDS is a very bodily disease and it will continue to be so, unless a cure is discovered and made universally available. Faced with this reality, the theological concept of the body of Christ is very powerful. In its Christological dimension, it points to the compassionate body of Jesus Christ who was in solidarity with those who suffer and are marginalized. In its Eucharistic dimension, the body of the crucified yet living Christ is shared as a sign of solidarity and hope, and it creates a Eucharistic communion where people not only partake in the body of Christ but subsequently also in each other's bodies. 38 This communion already points to the ecclesiological dimension of the metaphor. At this level there is solidarity between people and churches in the body of Christ, which includes not only people's minds but also their bodies. All this is captured in the short but powerful statement that the body of Christ has AIDS. Time and again, through the media people are faced with the devastating bodily reality of AIDS in other parts of the world. The metaphor of the body of Christ, then, creates a space where people can encounter the situation of their fellow human beings, even so far that it metaphorically affects their own bodies, and from this experience solidarity is born. The body of Christ appeals both to the reality of weakening and collapsing bodies due to HIV and to the sense of solidarity that people not infected or affected themselves share with the people who are infected or affected. Where the concept of solidarity is somewhat abstract, especially when it concerns people in other parts of the world, the body of Christ enables us to envision this in a concrete way.
It is important to note that solidarity in the body of Christ does not mean an annexation of the bodily suffering of others. The strength of the metaphor is that on the one hand it preserves difference between people, while at the same time it counts for the communion of people who may be different but are together in life. As Anselm Min puts it:
The members of [the body of ] Christ constitute a community of life sustained and nourished by the life of the same Christ and the same Spirit, and as such they enjoy the most profound and intimate kind of mutual union and fellowship among themselves, which transcends any empirical tie in the world . . . As a master piece of solidarity, the body preserves otherness but also transcends it in the togetherness of life, suffering, and joy. 39 As a metaphor counting for both difference and togetherness, the body of Christ offers people and churches in the western world a place where this togetherness of life is shared with churches in Africa living with HIV. At the same time it takes into account the difference in situation, since in the western world HIV is not the disruptive social experience it is in Africa. The metaphor prevents western churches from responding like an NGO, but it invites them to a more holistic and encompassing response. From the realization that in the body of Christ life is shared in all its facets, something will develop that in liberation theology has been called 'common tradition' but which now can be called a common existence in the one body. 40 As part of this, western churches will side with churches and people in Africa in the face of suffering, disease and death, in the quest for healing, hope and life, and in the struggle for justice. It is from this sharing that practical solidarity is born and is shaped through transnational relationships. Up to now, the argument provided here on a theology of solidarity in the body of Christ, focuses on churches and Christians in the western world. They are familiar with the metaphor and may be willing, therefore, to broaden (or deepen) their understanding of this with a notion of global solidarity. However, theology is not only about churches and Christians. Principally it is concerned with all areas of life and it offers a vision for humanity. Therefore it is crucial to mention that the body of Christ calls not only western churches and Christians but the western world in general to enter into solidarity with people, communities and societies in Africa and elsewhere, who are struck by HIV. As cited above, Groody emphasizes the need for ethical coordinates and the spiritual vision that helps to envision human solidarity in a globalizing world. In my opinion the metaphor of the body of Christ is a powerful resource for such ethical coordinates and vision in the context of globalization, and especially in view of the HIV epidemic. One may object that this notion is too Christian to count for global solidarity. Indeed, it is a notion deeply rooted in the Christian tradition, and there needs to be a search for resources with a similar potential in other religious traditions. Further, one may object that the body of Christ has been used too often to bring separation rather than solidarity; indeed, as a metaphor for the church it has been used to divide those who are part of the body and those who are not, separating the church from the world. However, it is significant that African theologians in their reflection on the body of Christ often present a very inclusive understanding of it. For example, Philomena Mwaura expresses her perception of all human beings as members of the body of Christ. She explains this eschatologically, stating: 'We are all co-joined in its [the body of Christ's] pain and the eventual eschatological triumph over all suffering'. 41 In line with this, Min, pointing to the cosmic or Trinitarian dimension of the body of Christ, where the whole of creation is considered as Christ's body, states: The body of Christ is essentially a Trinitarian event. The creation of the material universe, the cosmic body of Christ, the redemption of humanity as the wounded and suffering body of Christ, the re-creation of both history and nature as participation in the risen body-all these are rooted in the eternal solidarity or perichoresis of the immanent Trinity. 42 Here, solidarity is not only rooted in the essence of the church as body of Christ, but in the essence of creation as body of Christ participating in the Triune God. Therefore, the body of Christ is characterized by a 'self-expanding dynamic of solidarity' that includes all humanity and all creation. 43 In view of the current context of globalization and HIV, we are forced to focus on what it means to imagine the world and humanity as the body of Christ. Clearly, it calls for solidarity of the western world with sub-Saharan Africa. For Michael Kamanzi this 'imperative of solidarity' of the international community includes issues such as the relief of the external debt of African countries, food security, the supply of anti-retroviral drugs, assistance with HIV education, prevention, care and treatment. 44 From the metaphor of the body of Christ, critical questions are to be raised concerning the social, economic and political inequalities that characterize our globalizing world and that facilitate the spread and impact of the epidemic. These are crucial issues when imagining the world as the body of Christ with AIDS. However, Kamazi notes that, next to financial, scientific and technical aid from the international community to the African continent struck by AIDS, human, psychological and spiritual support are just as important. 45 The metaphor of the body of Christ provides a vision for both types of international solidarity in the context of HIV, as solidarity in this body always has a sense of interdependence and togetherness and thus has a human face.
Conclusion
Faced with the current HIV crisis, the classic theological metaphor of the body of Christ appears to have a rich potential meaning for the world today. Ibid. It is not only a powerful concept for theological reflection in sub-Saharan Africa where HIV has caused a social and spiritual crisis, but it also challenges theology in the western world. The central meaning of the metaphor in relation to the HIV epidemic is in its notion of solidarity. This applies to African churches and communities, but also to the transnational relationships between churches and in the world community. In this article I have explored the meaning of the metaphor as a call for global solidarity with sub-Saharan Africa. This is not to say that there is no solidarity in the world today. There are many expressions of solidarity with people and communities infected and affected by HIV in Africa arising from the western world. The metaphor of the body of Christ not only presents a call for solidarity, but also enables us to identify with the expressions of solidarity and to define these theologically as manifestation of the body of Christ. Having said this, I underscore the reference above to the body of Christ as an eschatological event. It is a body in the process of becoming, and as such it is constantly reconstituting churches and communities in the world, including the world as a global community. This invites us to an increasing awareness of our interdependence and togetherness, and a growing spirit of solidarity. In the context of the HIV epidemic in Africa and elsewhere, this will mean that in the western world we never can get used to the disease affecting millions of people but we can imagine their suffering affecting our own lives, and continue to reflect critically both upon the realities that facilitate the epidemic and the ways we can be in solidarity with the people living with HIV and AIDS.
